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Student support as social network: exploring non-traditional 
student experiences of academic and wellbeing support 
during the Covid-19 pandemic
Rille Raaper , Chris Brown and Anna Llewellyn

School of Education, Durham University, Durham, UK

ABSTRACT
The Covid-19 pandemic has caused a global crisis in higher educa-
tion, affecting all aspects of university work and practices. This article 
focuses on student experiences, in particular by problematising aca-
demic and wellbeing support available to non-traditional students. 
This article proposes an original approach to student support as 
comprising social networks that are dynamic, reciprocal and invol-
ving a variety of formal/informal actors. We draw on interviews with 
10 non-traditional students from a UK university to explore the 
nature of their student support. Our findings suggest that support 
networks for non-traditional students tend to exclude formal support 
services and centre primarily around family (wellbeing support) and 
fellow students (academic/wellbeing support). While these findings 
problematise the lack of institutional support in student networks 
which is likely to further disadvantage these students, it questions the 
dominant deficit views of non-traditional students. In particular, the 
interviews highlight the resourcefulness of close interactions and 
emphasise the importance of approaching student support as 
a dynamic network of informal and formal actors when responding 
to crisis situations such as the Covid-19 pandemic.
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Introduction

The Covid-19 pandemic has caused a global crisis in higher education (HE). To ensure the 
ongoing delivery of HE during the pandemic, universities rapidly introduced new practices, 
including shifts to online learning and teaching and innovative digital communication tools 
(see Clow, 2020; Clune, 2020; Lederman, 2020). While such reforms have been welcomed as 
a means to keep universities “open”, emerging scholarship from a variety of global settings 
has drawn attention to significant challenges these reforms present. This includes, for 
instance, the quality of teaching practices that resulted (García-Peñalvo et al., 2020; Mishra 
et al., 2020; Wahab, 2020), as well as the effects of the pandemic on academics and their 
workload (Tarman, 2020; Watermeyer et al., 2021). Within this paper we argue that there is 
a pressing need to explore students’ experiences of Covid-19. To date there has been limited 
scholarship in this area. Predominantly, this research highlights the effects of the pandemic – 
and particularly the closure of physical campuses – on students’ mental health (Aristovnik 

CONTACT Rille Raaper rille.raaper@durham.ac.uk School of Education, Durham University, Leazes Road, Durham 
DH1 1TA, UK

EDUCATIONAL REVIEW                                    
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2021.1965960

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group. 
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any med-
ium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7098-0241
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9759-9624
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1292-1064
http://www.tandfonline.com
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00131911.2021.1965960&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-09-14


et al., 2020; Son et al., 2020), their access to resources (Aguilera-Hermina, 2020; Son et al., 
2020) and engagement with online modes of teaching (Eringfeld, 2020; Nambiar, 2020). This 
paper aims to augment this emerging scholarship, therefore, by spotlighting support for 
non-traditional students in the UK. Both Universities UK (2020)1 and the Sutton Trust (see 
Montacute, 2020) have raised concerns about the Covid-19 implications on widening 
participation in UK HE. Universities UK (2020) also argued that “cold spots” will increase in 
terms of lack of support available to disadvantaged students, while demanding that the 
Government takes actions “particularly for those students from disadvantaged back-
grounds, who will suffer from prolonged absence from more traditional support” (p. 4). As 
state response to student support needs during Covid-19 has been largely absent, it makes 
this project even more timely.

This qualitative study included 10 interviews with non-traditional students from an 
elite collegiate university in England. We apply the term non-traditional student to 
capture diverse student experiences related to (for example) being a first-generation 
student, a student from a lower socio-economic background or a mature student. 
Furthermore, we recognise that such students can be both “home” and “international” 
in origin as is also evident from our sample. We borrow Christie’s (2007, p. 2446) broad 
definition of non-traditional students as those “who would not, in previous generations, 
have been expected to attend university”. Our inquiry centres around the following 
questions: What were the key issues students encountered during the Covid-19 crisis? What 
support networks did students develop to address these issues? We propose an original 
approach to student support as comprising social networks that are dynamic, reciprocal 
and involving a variety of formal/informal actors. Like Wellman (2001, p. 228) we argue 
that (student) communities function in networks, and that these networks of interperso-
nal ties “provide sociability, support, information, a sense of belonging and social iden-
tity”. When attempting to facilitate student support for academic (learning/coursework) 
and wellbeing (mental health) purposes, it is therefore essential to consider what support 
networks students develop to reconcile the temporary loss of the university campus 
(Raaper & Brown, 2020).

In this article, we argue that the Covid-19 pandemic is “a mirror of sorts, a means of 
common reflexivity” (Marginson, 2020, p. 1395), enabling us to gain an understanding of 
the support experienced by students from non-traditional backgrounds. Its overall aims 
are to increase the sector-wide understanding of how to support non-traditional students 
in times of crisis and to offer an original conceptual lens through which to explore and 
develop student support as social networks.

Non-traditional student experiences of higher education

It is widely known that HE is socially stratified with those from more affluent backgrounds 
generally accessing and succeeding in universities at a larger scale than those from 
disadvantaged sectors of society (Bathmaker et al., 2016; O’Shea, 2016; Reay, 2018a). 
Recent UK statistics for 2018/19 show that students from affluent UK areas are twice as 
likely to progress to HE as those from the most disadvantaged areas; similarly, private 
school students are nearly three times more likely to attend high tariff universities than 
state school graduates (UK Government, 2020). In addition to statistical inequalities, the 
pre-Covid-19 widening participation research has highlighted a number of concerns 
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related to non-traditional student experiences. We acknowledge that there is some 
evidence to suggest that non-traditional students have a higher resilience for handling 
university demands and adversities (Chung et al., 2017) and a strong motivation to 
succeed in their academic studies (McKavanagh & Purnell, 2007; McKay & Devlin, 2016). 
However, most widening participation research reveals the complex and disadvantageous 
experiences of non-traditional students which deserve further attention. Research on first- 
generation students in particular (e.g., see Meuleman et al., 2015; O’Shea, 2014, 2015; 
O’Sullivan et al., 2019) has argued that students who are among the first in their family to 
enter university struggle with confidence and lack of support from role models who may 
ease their transition to HE. There is also a significant attrition rate among these students, 
who may feel different, lonely or isolated (O’Shea, 2016). Common explanations of these 
experiences centre on both the students’ shortage of social and cultural capital that could 
help navigate their transition to university (Meuleman et al., 2015). Hope and Quinlan 
(2020) also argue that mature students face similar challenges when engaging with 
academic communities. Furthermore, mature female students often have caring respon-
sibilities, adding a further layer of complexity to managing study, work and family life 
(O’Shea, 2014).

While differences exist across non-traditional student groups, most of these troubling 
experiences can be attributed to students’ socio-economic background and related 
financial struggles. Many are expected to engage in part-time employment to subsidise 
the high costs associated with university study (Antonucci, 2016; Hordosy & Clark, 2018; 
Hordosy et al., 2018), making participation in university life even more difficult. Research 
on working-class students, in particular, has highlighted that these students (and often 
due to their lower economic and cultural capital) tend to be less integrated in university 
life than their middle-class counterparts (see Bathmaker et al., 2016; Reay, 2018a, 2018b; 
Reay et al., 2010; Rubin & Wright, 2017). What is more, they tend to become “marginalised 
outsiders within” (Reay, 2018b), which is particularly the case for students in elite HE 
settings. Research undertaken in the UK (see Coulson et al., 2018; Crozier et al., 2008; Reay, 
2018b) has shown that working-class students struggle to fit in with the social life of the 
university, often disassociating themselves from support and social groups on campus. 
Similar findings are echoed by Rubin and Wright (2017) who argue that working-class 
students in Australia are less engaged in campus life due to financial constraints and 
experiences of not fitting in.

Pre-pandemic research therefore indicates that non-traditional students were already 
less likely to feel at “home” on campus and interact with traditional forms of university life 
and support. It is important to note here that, while most widening participation research 
focuses on home students, there are often apparent commonalities and crossovers 
between home and international non-traditional groups (Taylor & Scurry, 2011). 
Students from lower socio-economic backgrounds, those who are mature, or those who 
are first generation, experience similar financial and social challenges when integrating to 
university life, which are independent of their international/home student status (Taylor & 
Scurry, 2011). It is expected, however, that ethnic, linguistic and cultural differences 
around notions of “belonging” and “fitting in” can add a further layer of complexity to 
international students’ transition to HE (Cena et al., 2021; Hale et al., 2020). Informed by 
the extensive widening participation research, we argue that it is particularly important to 
explore student support in the Covid-19 context since the closure of physical campuses 
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has required students to engage with online studies from their “home” environments, 
thus disrupting the traditional campus experience. While there is currently little if any 
research on non-traditional student experiences of Covid-19 in the UK, the wider scholar-
ship has indicated a number of relevant issues.

Understanding student challenges during Covid-19

As discussed above, widening participation research undertaken before the pandemic has 
highlighted many financial and social challenges for non-traditional students. We now 
move on to contextualise these issues within the Covid-19 setting, drawing on the 
emerging research in the area. Student challenges during Covid-19 can be broadly 
grouped into those of an educational, emotional and environmental nature (Aguilera- 
Hermina, 2020). For the first of these, it is known that students have preferred face-to-face 
teaching over online education (Eringfeld, 2020; Nambiar, 2020). It is also evident that 
students have experienced various negative emotions, particularly boredom, anxiety, 
anger and hopelessness (Aristovnik et al., 2020). For instance, findings from a survey 
undertaken by Son et al. (2020) (sample of 195 students in a large public US university) 
suggest that 71% of the respondents reported increased stress and anxiety, with stressors 
including: worry about their own health and of their loved ones; difficulty of concentrat-
ing; disruptions to sleeping patterns; decreased social interactions; and increased con-
cerns about academic performance. The emotional effects of the pandemic are important 
as students constitute a vulnerable group for mental health issues in the light of their 
transitions to adulthood and the common financial difficulties of this population (Husky 
et al., 2020; Son et al., 2020).

It is the environmental challenges during the pandemic, however, that deserve parti-
cular attention for the non-traditional student population. These include both the issues 
around suitable study environment and financial security. In terms of the first, Aguilera- 
Hermina (2020) argues, based on a survey of 270 students from one university in the US 
that their biggest challenge was being able to concentrate on studies while living at 
home. Family members, noise and housework caused significant distractions, and the 
more people who lived in the household, the less able were students to focus on studying 
(Aguilera-Hermina, 2020). Similar findings were echoed by Aristovnik et al. (2020) who 
surveyed over 30,000 students across 62 countries and found that almost half of the 
survey respondents did not have a quiet place to work. As such, environmental challenges 
are a particular issue for non-traditional students with limited household space. 
Additionally, a large-scale Student Experience in the Research University (SERU) consor-
tium survey2 in the US found that first-generation students, working-class students, and 
students with caring responsibilities were less likely to have safe and suitable learning 
environments. Moreover, they also experienced heightened financial hardships (Chirikov 
et al., 2020; Soria et al., 2020). Soria and Horgos (2020) argue that the pandemic has 
disproportionately affected students’ financial hardships based upon students’ social class 
background. This is unsurprising, given that many non-traditional students tend to work 
part-time to subsidise their studies (see Antonucci, 2016; Hordosy et al., 2018) and may 
have lost their jobs during the Covid-19 lock down that had particular implications for the 
service and catering industry. The same large-scale survey indicates that while interna-
tional students tended to be more satisfied with their academic experiences during Covid- 
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19 in the US research-intensive universities, they had significant concerns with health, 
safety and immigration issues (Chirikov & Soria, 2020). The most important concern 
related to managing their visa status and travel restrictions between the host and home 
countries (Chirikov & Soria, 2020). While there is very little research on international 
students’ experiences of Covid-19, the UK media further highlights international student 
experiences related to being treated as “cash cows” (BBC, 2021; Fazackerley, 2021), and 
their struggles with loneliness and isolation (Fazackerley, 2020). While not in the remit of 
this project, there is a clear need for research on international student experiences of the 
pandemic, both from the perspective of students who had opted for campus-based study 
and those who studied remotely from their home countries. What we do know from 
emerging work, however, is that studying during Covid-19 has been challenging for 
students, and it is likely that the issues related to study space, wellbeing and financial 
pressures have formed the core concern area for non-traditional students. It is therefore 
essential to consider what support is available to non-traditional students during the 
Covid-19 pandemic.

Student support as social network

There is extensive research on student support provision in HE, aiming to facilitate 
successful student progression through university education. The widely promoted 
approach to student support draws on Alan Tait’s (2000, 2014) work, explaining support 
in relation to its cognitive, affective and systemic functions. The cognitive elements of 
support include the development of course materials, while affective aspects emphasise 
supportive learning environments and systemic features that prioritise administrative 
processes for student-centred education (Tait, 2000). Similar categorisations have been 
proposed by others, for instance, Brindley et al. (2004) divide student support into 
teaching, advising and administrative support. These dominant views of support tend 
to approach students from non-traditional backgrounds as lacking academic and cultural 
resources necessary to succeed in HE. Correspondingly, the requirement of support 
practices is to “fix” these problems (Smit, 2012). Jacklin and Le Riche (2009) problematise 
such functional views of support as encouraging a deficit-view of students. They promote 
a shift to “supportive” cultures, and define student support as “a socially situated, complex 
and multifaceted concept” (Jacklin & Le Riche, 2009, p. 735). Such an approach takes into 
account the intersection of student experience with their various other private and 
professional roles (Jacklin & Le Riche, 2009), placing equal attention on students’ social 
and academic worlds (Wilcox et al., 2005).

By drawing on Jacklin and Le Riche’s (2009) idea of dynamic support, we propose that 
student support is best conceived as a form of social network. We define a social network 
as a set of relevant actors (persons or groups) connected to each other by one or more 
relations (Chua & Wellman, 2016; Daly, 2010; Marin & Wellman, 2011; Wellman, 1983, 
2001). These relationships vary according to the frequency, direction, duration and nature 
of the exchange, all of which dictate the size of a network, the density of connections and 
the centrality of actors with certain students more connected to more people than the 
others (Kanagavel, 2019). While there is very little research on student support as social 
network, Kanagavel’s (2019) monograph “The Social Lives of Networked Students” focuses 
on international students’ experiences of social support through the use of different 
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media and face-to-face contact. The book argued that a technology-driven landscape has 
constructed new ways for students to make connections, enabling a flow of various 
support, e.g. study resources, information or acts of kindness (Kanagavel, 2019). 
Students bring to university a wide range of pre-existing social relations that are external 
to HE but are part of their social system (Dawson, 2008), highlighting the likely importance 
of friends and family in student support provision (Jacklin & Le Riche, 2009).

Approaching student support as a social network places the student at the centre of 
a set of personal connections (Kanagavel, 2019), drawing attention to their background, 
interactions and resources. From this perspective, we can then see how different types of 
networks affect likely support. Being part of a dense network, for instance, means having 
friends (or other ties) who are all familiar with one another, which can lead to a stronger 
sense of community (Marin & Wellman, 2011; Wellman, 1983). As a result, dense networks 
are often characterised by higher levels of trust and more exchanges of social support 
among members. Sparse relationships, while not fostering community (Wellman, 1983), 
also have uses. For instance, sparser networks provide opportunities to receive new 
information (whereas in dense networks existing news tends to be circulated). Hence, 
there may be an optimal mix of dense and sparse networks, which can be illustrated by 
conceiving relationships between people as representing weak or strong ties. As Figure 1 
below shows, strong ties within groups enable individuals to connect to everyone within 
their network, helping bind people together as a support group. However, such ties are 
problematic for reaching beyond the immediate network. This means that weaker ties 
between networks can help spread information more widely by providing bridges from 
one dense group to another. Weaker ties can also help erode barriers, such as those 
caused by class or racial differences. A combination of both strong and weak ties can thus 
be optimal in terms of student support.

It is common to consider resources that flow through networks as forms of social 
capital. Such capital might include the social norms accessible through networks, which 
provide individuals with an understanding of how to “play the game”. For instance, how 
to take advantage of the opportunities on offer or to navigate systems effectively. 
Bourdieu (1986) in particular, perceived a strong link between a group’s social capital 

b) Weak and 
bridging

a) Strong and 
bonding

c) Combined

Figure 1. Strong and weak ties.3
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and their wealth (economic capital). Often, we can see this materialising as differences in 
the behaviours of advantaged and less advantaged groups as a result of divergences in 
how much social capital each possesses (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990). Alternatively, social 
capital can simply represent the resources we can access as a result of being in trusting 
relationships with others (Coleman, 1988). As a result, the bigger and more diverse 
student networks, the wider the potential resource base, including access to information 
or the ability to utilise other types of support. Coleman’s (1988) approach therefore 
indicates that networks can often “spread” certain societal practices, by making resources 
available and spreading these across the networks. Of course, forging relationships is not 
necessarily straightforward and factors such as homophily and social background may 
prevent individuals building links and connecting with others. Nonetheless, by drawing 
on these notions of social capital theory our aim is to emphasise the potential of social 
networks in generating support and developing reciprocal supportive cultures in HE. In 
this case, social capital networks shape our understanding as to what constitutes appro-
priate relational behaviours and values. Such an approach recognises the resources that 
non-traditional students already have in their support networks, while also considering 
how to advance support using social network perspectives.

Research approach

Between July and October 2020, all three authors conducted individual interviews with 10 
social sciences Year 2 students studying at Durham University, which is an elite research- 
intensive UK university. As this was an exploratory project (Yin, 2018), participants were 
sought via an open call through various email lists, including programme lists and “first 
generation” group email lists from within the social sciences; the sample is therefore 
respondent-driven (Heckathorn, 1997). The open invite was sent to all students with an 
emphasis that we particularly welcome students from diverse social backgrounds4 – the 
focus on “non-traditional” was a result of the sample who came forward and how students 
described themselves (see Table 1 for the categories of self-identification). Both the 
programmes and the first-generation groups have a strong international presence, and 
it therefore made sense to interview both home and international students. Durham 
University provides an interesting context as it is centred around a “collegiate system”, 
meaning that student support tends to be provided academically by departments and 
pastorally by colleges, although in reality there is cross-over. Furthermore, Durham is 
a university town meaning that the town and the university are one combined space. 

Table 1. Participant profiles.
Pseudonym5 Background details

Jane Working class, northerner, mum gained HE later in life
Lisa First generation, working class, northerner
Kate Mature student, access course experienced
Michael First generation, working class
Laura Northerner, family ties with working class, parents gained HE with financial support
Anna First generation, ethnic minority student
Sophie First generation, older sister attends HE
Jenny First generation, international student
Lucy First generation, international student
Kelly Access coursed experienced, international student, lower middle class
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During term-time, therefore it can be dominated by students. However, we note that this 
study only included social science students due to its limited scope and resources, and 
students from science disciplines may have had different experiences of the Covid-19 
pandemic, related study spaces and support available. This might be particularly the case 
as the pandemic significantly disrupted the lab-based study approaches that are common 
to the science subjects.

Each interview took place via video-conferencing, and on average lasted for 40 minutes. 
All were audio-recorded and transcribed semi-verbatim by the three authors. Following 
ethical guidance from our institution and BERA (2018), prior to the interviews, students 
were given consent forms, project information, and the opportunity to ask questions; they 
were also informed they had the right to withdraw their participation at any point during 
the process. The interviews were semi-structured such that there was room to adapt to 
students’ responses, yet the focus remained on the project’s aims. The purpose of the 
interviews was twofold: a) to identify a range of support actors that students access for 
academic and wellbeing purposes and b) establish how these differed compared to (pre- 
Covid) campus experiences. As such, questions focused on support and experiences both 
before and during the Covid-19 pandemic.

Following transcription, a process of thematic analysis was applied to the data. 
Inductive analysis was initially used by all three authors to provide an individual categor-
isation of responses, with codes allocated to individual lines or turns of speech, or larger 
segments of text. Following this initial coding, a process of joint reflection and interpreta-
tion was undertaken to enable the research team to consider our understanding of the 
data (Robson, 2002). Hence, the flow between inductive and deductive coding (Merriam, 
2009), enabled space for students’ elucidations, whilst maintaining a focus on the research 
purpose. The relationships between the codes were then assessed and mid-level codes 
were built until all initial codes could be adequately explained conceptually (Lincoln & 
Guba, 1985). Additionally, following a social network approach (Perry et al., 2018), we 
identified core support actors around individual students’ experiences and interactions. 
The final overarching codes included: student background (including subcodes: first 
generation, working class, mature student, access course experienced, international 
student), study spaces (including subcodes: library, department, students’ union, college, 
student accommodation, campus cafés, home), issues experienced during Covid-19 
(including subcodes: stress, anxiety, illness, study space, family disruption, technological 
issues), influential wellbeing support actors (including subcodes: family, siblings, parents, 
friends, GP, tutors/academics) and influential academic support actors (including sub-
codes: course friends, tutors/academics). This paper focuses particularly on the codes 
related to academic and wellbeing support actors, while referring to social background, 
study spaces, and issues experienced as and when relevant to set a context for the 
support interactions.

From the analysis, it was evident that all project participants – including both home 
and international students (see Table 1) – identified or could be classified as “non- 
traditional” HE students (Christie, 2007). Students’ self-identification arose during the 
interview process or it was already known (due to the first-generation group). The first 
question we asked during the interview was “tell me how you ended up attending Durham 
University”; this was often probed to explore relations to the family.
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As regards the participants’ self-identification, phrases such as “I’m obviously working 
class” (Lisa) and “I’m from a working-class background” (Michael) were used to express 
one’s socio-economic status. Similarly, the self-identification of being a northerner was 
highlighted: “like myself being from the North, I didn’t wanna go down South” (Laura). More 
commonly, however, the students interviewed described themselves as being among the 
first generation to go to university, which was characteristic of both the international and 
home student participants. As in the existing research (Meuleman et al., 2015; O’Shea, 
2014, 2015; O’Sullivan et al., 2019), the students highlighted a lack of family understand-
ing of HE that made their transitioning to university stressful: “there was nowhere you 
could get advice or anything” (Lisa) and “[parents] really don’t know about how stressful it is 
in university” (Jenny). Among the participants, two students also emphasised the role of 
access courses in enabling their progression to university. These included a mature 
student with caring responsibilities (Kate) and an international student who defined 
herself as from “a lower middle class” (Kelly).

The participants’ accounts of themselves demonstrate how they positioned their 
student identity in relation to a variety of non-traditional characteristics: working class, 
first generation, mature, and access course experienced. They defined themselves as 
different and lacking expected types of economic, social and cultural capital in 
a Bourdieusian sense (Bourdieu, 1986, 2006). It may be the case that students felt it 
important to emphasise their social background as the institution they are attending is an 
elite university, and where the majority of students are from more affluent family back-
grounds. Existing research has highlighted that non-traditional students tend to feel 
marginalised in elite universities (Coulson et al., 2018; Reay, 2018b).

Our results presented in the next section are therefore from an exploratory project that 
provided an in-depth insight into non-traditional student experiences and support during 
the Covid-19 pandemic. We acknowledge the limitations of a small and self-selected 
sample and remain cautious over generalisations to the wider university sector. It is 
possible that a comparative group of “traditional” students may have provided results 
with a clearer contrast. We therefore suggest that further comparative work could be 
carried out on a larger sample, within similar and more diverse universities. Moreover, this 
may include both international and home students, particularly as international student 
numbers are expanding within UK universities (OECD, 2020). Our results below therefore 
do not seek to generalise to all non-traditional student experiences; instead they are 
a catalyst for (re)considering how student support can be viewed. The findings sections 
start by outlining the key issues related to the students’ study space during the Covid-19 
pandemic, and then move on to trace and discuss the academic and wellbeing support 
actors as experienced by the students interviewed.

Covid-19 and the study space

The students interviewed found their experiences of the Covid-19 pandemic stressful. 
Phrases such as “I felt more stress than I usually would during a typical university term” 
(Jane), and “I’m crying like almost every day, but I don’t know why” (Kelly) were common to 
the participants. Such accounts of mental distress have been highlighted by emerging 
research worldwide (Aristovnik et al., 2020; Son et al., 2020) with an indication that non- 
traditional students are likely to experience greater levels of stress during the pandemic 
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than their more affluent counterparts (Chirikov et al., 2020; Soria et al., 2020). The main 
stressors for the participants related to the sudden shift from campus-based university 
experience to moving back home, which caused a sense of isolation and raised concerns 
about appropriate study space. For some students (Jenny, Laura, Anna and Michael) being 
isolated from their friends was a concern:

I have quite a lot of friends actually like the whole college corridors are my friends. I have 
friends from other courses as well or like from the same course. So usually I will, um have meal 
with them, talk to them and study with them together. But after this [Covid-19], we don’t 
really talk much because it’s, you know it’s quite inconvenient online. (Jenny)

While non-traditional students are often portrayed as being less involved in campus life 
(Bathmaker et al., 2016; Reay, 2018a; Rubin & Wright, 2017), it is expected that moving 
“back home” (as was the case with our participants) constitutes a significant change in 
their study environment and access to resources. It may also be the case that non- 
traditional students from Durham University were already more likely to participate in 
campus life due to its collegiate nature and significant extracurricular programme. The 
change to remote study may have constituted a more influential change for the students 
we engaged with. We therefore urge the readers to interpret the findings within the 
particular Covid-19 and institutional context.

While Kate, as a mature student, was less engaged in social life on campus like many 
other mature students (Hope & Quinlan, 2020), she still recognised that being off campus 
was going to affect her ability to cope with social interactions and “make it harder going 
back”. Such emphasis on social interaction may again be particularly characteristic to 
collegiate universities that set the expectations for students to take part in various 
extracurricular and social activities (Eamon, 2016; Reay et al., 2010). While participants 
emphasised the negative change in their social life, the main concerns related to study 
space. The issues ranged from having a suitable “desk space” (Lisa, Sophie) to sharing and 
negotiating family spaces (Jane, Michael, Kate, Jenny, Laura and Lisa):

My mum had to use my study space sometimes ‘cause my study space is kind of like the most 
private area, and my mum, she works for the NHS [National Health Service], so she had a few 
quite confidential calls, so there were a few like interruptions, because she would have to use 
my kind of little study alcove to take her calls. (Michael)

International students emphasised slightly different issues with their study space. For 
example, Jenny, a first-generation student from Malaysia, explained that her parents did 
not understand her study needs and placed expectations on family socialising. This 
resulted in her leaving her house to study at her friend’s. Furthermore, the time 
difference and its effects on the rest of the family was emphasised by Lucy: “my parents 
are saying ‘you are so disturbing’, because I need to, you know, stay up late and study”. It is 
evident from the data above that the study space has become a core issue for students 
interviewed, echoing the environmental challenges highlighted by global research on 
student experiences of Covid-19 (Aguilera-Hermina, 2020; Aristovnik et al., 2020). The 
study space for non-traditional students appears to be of particular importance, and 
students themselves note that the space in their homes is limited, often needing to be 
shared with other household members. All students mentioned how they missed the 
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university library as an important learning environment during term-time. Students 
were also aware of the disadvantage their home circumstances caused as vividly 
illustrated by Lisa:

‘cause obviously the middle class they go home, they’ve got nice offices, top notch Wi-Fi, they 
have got everything they need, like at home library, or something I don’t know. So I think the 
university assumes everyone is like that rather than acknowledging that not everyone has 
that privilege. (Lisa)

The removal of the university campus during the Covid-19 lockdown, thus also removed 
social and spatial structures, that may have acted as equalisers in terms of immediate 
study environment. This amplified the role of students’ personal resources in managing 
their studies. Such intersections with personal background become further evident when 
tracing students’ support networks.

Tracing student support networks

An ego-centric approach to social networks (Perry et al., 2018) enabled students to 
reflect on their interactions with available academic and wellbeing support. We will 
start by outlining the actors that students had less engagement with during the 
pandemic, moving on to introducing the core actors of family members and fellow 
students. These examples provide a rich insight into the participants’ support net-
works, and it is expected that the findings can and should inform larger scale 
research and discussions on non-traditional student experiences and support 
provision.

Limited engagement with formal university services

There was a limited mention of formal university support in student interviews. It 
was evident that the students interviewed had little contact with formal support 
even prior to Covid-19; however, the pandemic seemed to have amplified their 
distance from the support services available. Reflecting on their experiences of the 
pandemic, students emphasised: “I haven’t used any of them” (Jenny), and “No, 
generally, I just sort of keep myself to myself” (Lisa). The only time formal support 
was mentioned was in relation to English language support for international students 
(Lucy) and seeking college advice on accommodation (Jenny). Interestingly, Anna 
highlighted her engagement with college wellbeing services for the purposes of 
social interaction: “I did go to a couple of sessions during the lockdown. It’s just 
because I wanted to socialise with people more, not necessarily with asking for help 
for well-being”. While participants tended to distance themselves from university 
support and opportunities available like many other non-traditional students 
(Coulson et al., 2018; Reay, 2018b), there was a continuing emphasis on social 
interaction as illustrated by Anna’s account. It may be that the Covid-19 lockdown 
had caused a sharp contrast in student experience, or it was a particular character-
istic of a collegiate university, making students emphasise the absence and impor-
tance of campus life.
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Other formal support related to mental health support, which was outside the uni-
versity’s support services:

. . .so I reached out to the GP about the mental health and stuff, but not to uni, ‘cause I sort of 
felt there’s not much what are they gonna do? I wasn’t sure what they could do like, I was 
better off going to professional, and obviously as far as I was aware, the university is closed. 
Everyone’s gone home, so I wasn’t sure who was about, what was still going on (Lisa)

Lisa highlights serious issues related to “administrative functions” of support (Tait, 2000, 
2014). It is evident that by not knowing how to seek help and experiencing university as 
being “closed”, it raises concerns about the university’s ability to reach students in 
need. It also creates a sense of weak ties (Jackson, 2019; Kanagavel, 2019) between 
students and formal support actors. It is therefore unsurprising that the support net-
work students developed with academics, family members and peers tended to be 
personalised and built on their prior relations and resources (Dawson, 2008; Jacklin & Le 
Riche, 2009).

Personalised engagement with academics/tutors

Similarly to formal services, there was limited engagement with academic staff. However, 
the participants strongly expressed the need for this to increase. Communication with 
academic staff was rather chaotic due to new circumstances that both staff and students 
found themselves in, and the phrases such as “lecturers didn’t really know what was going on 
themselves, so they couldn’t really provide that much support” (Jane) were common. As a new 
type of communication was required, the students primarily engaged with academics 
where they had already established stronger relationships, demonstrating the importance 
of trusting relations in social networks (Coleman, 1988) during crises such as Covid-19. 
However, it is essential to note that students spoke about teaching staff in relation to 
wellbeing rather than academic support. For example, Lucy describes significant mental 
health support from an academic during her self-isolation period:

We talked for like 2 hours, and she gave me a lot of advice like, ‘You could do some exercise or 
you could do some yoga before you go to bed and read something to make you feel better, 
like some poem, to calm you down’. (Lucy)

While Michael and Jane addressed academic matters, their core focus was also on well-
being support: “So when I had a call with Peter [module tutor], we kind of just had a chat 
about how each other was coping with all the changes” (Michael) and “It’s nice to hear your 
lecturer is saying like, ‘You need to put your wellbeing first’” (Jane). It can be argued that 
academics within the student support networks were primarily described in relation to 
wellbeing support. These interactions were rather informal, relying on pre-existing rela-
tionships established with specific academics. Furthermore, the connections operated on 
an ad hoc basis (Kanagavel, 2019) rather than being systemic, thus making students 
highlight and value the single memorable encounters they had.

As the participants in this study were Year 2 students, it raises questions around the 
extent to which first-year students with no prior engagement with their tutors could 
acquire support through staff–student interactions. The productive nature of social capital 
as Coleman (1988) explained, is reflected in the informal relationships that students 
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develop through their day-to-day campus-based interactions. Furthermore, it shows that 
social capital is clearly defined by “its function [. . .] facilitating certain actions of actors” 
within the opportunities available (Coleman, 1988, p. 20). The social capital that partici-
pants had developed during their first year of studies reflected in trusting relations with 
key academics and resulted in highly valued wellbeing support.

Core actors: family members and wellbeing support

As noted earlier, family members were often portrayed as distracting to academic 
studies as the shared space needed to be negotiated. The issues common to first- 
generation, working class and mature students related to the available resources and 
the limited household space (Meuleman et al., 2015; O’Shea, 2014, 2015; O’Sullivan 
et al., 2019). However, the findings demonstrate that it is important not to under-
estimate the wellbeing support students received from their families. This resourceful 
aspect of families is particularly significant as many of the participants were the first in 
their family to attend university (see Table 1), enabling us to question the common 
deficit views of non-traditional students. It also demonstrates how social capital in 
support networks can take various forms, creating a strong sense of belonging and 
care (Coleman, 1988).

The support received from family members ranged from small gestures such as “having 
my mum around asking if I want a cup of tea or anything” (Michael) and “my parents making 
my food and stuff [. . .] and maybe like, do you want, you know, a cup of tea” (Laura), to forms 
of support that had significant effects on students’ mental health and wellbeing. Students 
highlighted how they could talk to their parents about difficult experiences although as 
Kelly outlines below, there was a tendency to exclude academic details. This was to avoid 
worrying parents or students thought their parents may not understand if they did not 
have HE experience (Meuleman et al., 2015; O’Shea, 2016):

. . .when I was too anxious and like, I worry whether I can finish it on time like, I would talk to 
my family. But I don’t really say something like, uh, about academic things [. . .] I just say 
maybe I’m a little bit stressed or I want them to comfort me (Kelly)

It was rare for these students to mention academic support from their families, and this 
was only done where direct or extended family members had attended HE themselves, 
echoing the past research (see Meuleman et al., 2015). In cases where academic support 
was available, it was particularly valued during the pandemic as illustrated by Jane who 
lived with her father and brother (employed in manual jobs), but whose mum had been to 
university later in life and who had an uncle with a university degree:

I had quite a few like projects to complete during Easter, which is during lockdown, like the 
probably the worst part of lockdown, and I needed quite a bit of support for that, but I didn’t 
necessarily go to the university. I just like asked like my family members for support like my 
mum who later went on to do the university degree and my uncle as well, so they were my 
main like support really as they understand how hard it is normally, but especially for 
a pandemic, they really sympathised. (Jane)

Jane’s account above illustrates the crucial role that family members with HE experiences 
can play in students’ academic and wellbeing support, particularly in terms of easing 
academic stress and acting as mentors and role models (O’Shea, 2014, 2015; O’Sullivan 
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et al., 2019). In such cases, it is likely that the support received combines both academic 
and wellbeing advice, resulting in an influential support group that is high density 
(Jackson, 2019) and shadows any formal university support. Such findings and scholarly 
speculation deserve further investigation to be able to confirm the potential significance 
of family in non-traditional student support.

Core actors: fellow students and academic/wellbeing support

Fellow students were described as essential for both academic and wellbeing support, 
particularly for their similar experiences during Covid-19. This highlights the importance 
of peer networks in student support provision as going through a similar experience 
appears to be a strong connecting component. Research on student support has demon-
strated that “being in the same boat” has a positive effect on the student experience 
(Jacklin & Le Riche, 2009). It also compensates for the lack of academic support that first- 
generation students tend to have in their immediate social circles. However, it is also 
important to note that the students had a small selection of peers they engaged with and 
therefore perceived as close friends. The academic examples of peer support mainly 
included exam preparation:

Yeah, I have two friends, doing [a degree programme], and I have friend who does the same 
courses as me. So that was quite good to have her, and she was like we were sharing when 
revising for exams and stuff which was nice. (Jane)

. . .my friend and I study the same module. She’s a good student, so sometimes we can talk 
about our work or essay (Kelly)

Such peer support is clearly reciprocal and rather intimate in terms of close friendship 
groups. It is related to students’ everyday activities and interactions (Kanagavel, 2019) and 
demonstrates how social capital in student support networks is reciprocal and enabling 
(Coleman, 1988). It promotes a culture of trust and mutual benefit for common objectives 
(Coleman, 1988), which in the case of interviewees was related to passing exams and 
providing wellbeing support, as becomes evident below:

. . .my friends in the UK, some of them feel a little bit depressed and yeah because most of 
international students have gone back home, and my friend didn’t get the plane ticket, and 
she was just really depressed and we FaceTime a lot. (Lucy)

Prior research has emphasised that international students tend to develop particularly 
strong friendship groups based on their shared experiences of studying abroad 
(Montgomery & McDowell, 2009). A very different account, however, is provided by 
Kate, who as a mature and commuting student had less social contact with peers: “I 
don’t really interact too much on the social side [. . .] I just get the age gap is maybe just a little 
bit too much”. This has also resulted in less contact with other students during the 
pandemic, creating a stronger sense of isolation and indicating that HE interactions in 
her experience primarily centred around academic studies (Hope & Quinlan, 2020).
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Conclusion

This project has provided an in-depth engagement with non-traditional student experi-
ences of the Covid-19 pandemic and the support available to these students. This small 
dataset allows for a rich study of experience, but limits generalisations to students from 
different social backgrounds, study levels and disciplines, the university itself, or the wider 
sector. However, the dataset clearly draws attention to the heightened levels of anxiety 
and stress, as well as issues related to suitable study space in home environments. While 
these experiences are concerning, they echo the emerging research on students during 
the Covid-19 crisis (see Aguilera-Hermina, 2020; Aristovnik et al., 2020; Chirikov et al., 
2020; Son et al., 2020). What makes this project unique, however, is its scholarly insight 
into the support that the students developed and engaged with to address their aca-
demic and wellbeing challenges. Our findings demonstrate that student support net-
works were rather small in scale but dense in contact and interaction, and they primarily 
centred around family and fellow students. The family was particularly important for 
wellbeing support which ranged from small gestures (a cup of tea) to an opportunity to 
share and reflect on one’s stressful experiences. While most participants in this study were 
first-generation, it is unsurprising that family members were seen as less able to provide 
academic support. It was the fellow students who became the primary academic support, 
but the findings also indicate that such peer support was established between small 
friendship groups who shared trust and care. Our findings demonstrate the productive-
ness of social capital (Coleman, 1988) and the potential for close interactions that lead to 
friendships and valuable support.

This article highlights the importance of family and friendship interactions in non- 
traditional student support networks, encouraging us to question the dominant deficit 
views of non-traditional students that often portray their family background as lacking 
essential qualities for successful university study. While it is important to recognise the 
resourcefulness of “non-traditional families”, particularly for student wellbeing, the find-
ings still draw attention to the lack of systemic institutional support in student networks 
and the effects it may have on some disadvantaged students. From our sample of student 
interviews, we have seen that there was a limited presence of university support actors in 
their networks, e.g. formal support services, academics and colleges. The latter is parti-
cularly important for collegiate systems like Durham University, where colleges are hubs 
for social activity and pastoral care. As our sample has limitations, we recommend further 
research exploring “non-traditional” student networks, that draws from wider universities 
both within and beyond the college/elite system.

Regardless, we highlight the importance of acknowledging and drawing on the 
strengths that students have in their immediate support networks. Yet this study also 
suggests the possibility of enlarging support networks through awareness raising of 
available support, institutional interventions (e.g. peer networks and mentoring schemes) 
and investment in wellbeing and mental health services. Conceptualising and developing 
student support as social networks is potentially vital in times of crisis, where individual 
and societal wellbeing heavily depends on reciprocity: that is, being able to provide and 
access support. Emphasis on support as comprising social networks offers a much-needed 
lens to recognise and then support the interconnected patterns of relations between 
individuals and the resources available.
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Notes

1. The representative organisation for the UK’s universities since 1918.
2. The survey involved 30,697 undergraduates from 9 research intensive universities in the US.
3. The figure has been produced by Chris Brown for illustrative purposes.
4. The invite included examples of diversity such as first generation, lower socio-economic 

background, international/home student status, students with disabilities, mature students, 
care leavers and estranged students. We noted that the list is non-inclusive and welcomed 
student participation from all backgrounds.

5. Anglo-Saxon pseudonyms were chosen for international students to reflect their use of first 
names in the university.
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